
If we can get to the research: Questions for the IRB process in community-based 
research 

 
Keri Schwab, Assistant Professor/Lecturer, University of Utah [keri.schwab@hsc.utah.edu] 
 
Keywords: Institutional Review Board, community based research, ethic of justice, ethic of care 
 
Conference track: Contexts and methods: Theoretical and conceptual frameworks, research designs, 
and methodological issues 
 
Format: Poster presentation 
 
Summary 
Among the many challenges of community-based research (CBR) is that of receiving institutional 
review board (IRB) approval. The purpose of this poster is to discuss IRB requirements and processes 
and their utility, benefits, or hindrance when they are applied to CBR. Through our experiences 
attempting to conduct community-based research, we came to question who the IRB was really 
protecting—the university or the study participants—and came to advocate for  
alternative paradigms for thinking about and applying IRB standards to CBR. 
 



CBR works through the ongoing development of relationships founded on trust, respect, and 
communication (Leadbetter et al., 2006). In contrast, the IRB process, however much it purports to 
protect subjects, often serves to reproduce the status quo and keep marginalized groups out of power by 
preventing their total involvement in the research process. 
 
Indeed, an irony is that CBR seeks to avoid harm and prevent injustices, similar to the IRB. As 
collaborative process and social justice outcomes are guiding principles of CBR, “the interests of the 
human subjects involved [are] respected with care throughout the process …[CBR] is, or should be, far 
from the evils that IRBs are supposed to combat,” (Brydon-Miller & Greenwood, 2006, p. 120). 
 
We believe CBR is a different type of research and requires a different type of IRB process. Rather than 
from an ethic of justice perspective, CBR should be analyzed based on an ethic of care. It is appropriate 
for CBR because it emphasis relationships and working with communities rather than just avoiding 
harm. If the IRB operated from an ethic of care, research would be reviewed in terms of relationship 
development and be sensitive to the on-going and changing needs of the populations involved. Rather 
than examine risk, justice, or harm as a “greatest good for greatest number” or a one-size-fits-all 
approach, the IRB would examine each study on a case-by-case and population-by-population basis, 
considering the needs of each person, community, and issue and examining the relationship and 
reciprocal benefits that could be experienced by all involved. 
 
In this poster, we will consider implications of using an ethic of care as the guiding principle for the IRB 
process.   
 
References  
Brydon, M. & Greenwood, D. (2006). A re-examiniation of the relationship between action research and 
human subjects review processes. Action Research, 4(1), 117-128.  

 
Cahill, C. (2007). Repositioning ethical commitments: Participatory action research as a relational praxis 
for social change. ACME: An International E-Journal for Critical Geographies, 6(3), 360-373.  

 
Leadbetter, B., Banister, E., Benoit, C., Jansson, M., Marshall, A. & Riecken, T. (2006). Ethical issues 
in community based research with children and youth, Toronto: University of Toronto Press.  
 
Martin, D. G. (2007). Democratizing ethics: Institutional review boards and participatory research. 
ACME: An International E-Journal for Critical Geographies, 6(3), 319-328.  
 
Noddings, N. (1984). Caring: A feminist approach to ethics and moral education. Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press. 
 
Strand, K., Marulla, S. Cutforth, N., Stoecker, R., & Conohue, P. (2003). Community based research 
and higher education: Principles and practices. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  


